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ABSTRACT 
Many luxury heritage brands operate on the misconception that heritage is interchangeable 
with history rather than representative of the emotional response they originally developed in 
their customer. This idea of heritage as static history inhibits innovation, prevents dynamic 
renewal and impedes their ability to redefine, strengthen and position their brand in current 
and emerging marketplaces. 
This paper examines a number of heritage luxury brands that have successfully identified the 
original emotional responses they developed in their customers and, through innovative 
approaches in design, marketing, branding and distribution evoke these responses in 
contemporary consumers. Using heritage and innovation hand-in-hand, these brands have 
continued to grow and develop a vision of heritage that incorporates both historical and 
contemporary ideas to meet emerging customer needs. 
While what constitutes a ‘luxury’ item is constantly challenged in this era of accessible 
luxury products, up-scaling and aspirational spending, this paper sees consumers’ emotional 
needs as the key element in defining the concept of luxury.  These emotional qualities 
consistently remain relevant due to their ability to enhance a positive sense of identity for the 
brand user. Luxury is about the ‘experience’ not just the product providing the consumer with 
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a sense of enhanced status or identity through invoked feelings of exclusivity, authenticity, 
quality, uniqueness and culture.  This paper will analyse luxury heritage brands that have 
successfully combined these emotional values with those of their ‘heritage’ to create an aura 
of authenticity and nostalgia that appeals to contemporary consumers. 
 
Like luxury, the line where clothing becomes fashion is blurred in the contemporary fashion 
industry; however, consumer emotion again plays an important role.  For example, clothing 
becomes ‘fashion’ for consumers when it affects their self perception rather than fulfilling 
basic functions of shelter and protection. Successful luxury heritage brands can enhance 
consumers’ sense of self by involving them in the ‘experience’ and ‘personality’ of the brand 
so they see it as a reflection of their own exclusiveness, authentic uniqueness, belonging and 
cultural value.  
 
Innovation is a valuable tool for heritage luxury brands to successfully generate these desired 
emotional responses and meet the evolving needs of contemporary consumers. While 
traditionally fashion has been a monologue from brand to consumer, new technology has 
given consumers a voice to engage brands in a conversation to express their evolving needs, 
ideas and feedback. As a result, in this consumer-empowered era of information sharing, this 
paper defines innovation as the ability of heritage luxury brands to develop new design and 
branding strategies in response to this consumer feedback while retaining the emotional core 
values of their heritage. 
 
This paper analyses how luxury heritage brands can effectively position themselves in the 
contemporary marketplace by separating heritage from history to incorporate innovative 
strategies that will appeal to consumer needs of today and tomorrow.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The Internet presents heritage luxury brands with the opportunity to expand by 
communicating their core message and heritage to a wider audience (Okonkwo, 2010) and 
opportunities to develop deeper relationships with consumers (Christodoulides, 2009).  
However, in this paper we see there are traditionally a number of key elements that must be 
in alignment to successfully maintain a luxury brand (Fionda & Moore, 2009) and these 
remain essential when developing digital strategies.   
 
Key challenges luxury heritage brands face when developing successful online strategies that 
maintain brand heritage are; opening to new ways of thinking, understanding the internet as a 
360 degree experience rather than a traditional one-way marketing communication, recreating 
the luxury atmosphere and experience online, deciding how accessible to make products, and 
positioning the brand beyond their website (Okonkwo, 2009).  While many luxury heritage 
brands may see this as a potentially perilous experiment that could compromise their 
positioning, some  have started to embrace digital technology and are finding ways to utilise 
this new medium while strengthening, rather than weakening, their brand.    
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Elements of Luxury 
There are a number of elements key to maintaining a luxury fashion brand that appear 
consistently across models of numerous academics. These commonalities are exemplified in 
overviews such as Fionda & Moore (2009) The Anatomy of the Luxury Fashion Brand, 
which analyses academic papers and  interviews with luxury brands, to define key elements:  
Clear Brand Identity,  Marketing Communications, Product Integrity,  Design  Signature 
(including  Iconic Products and Eminent Designer), Price, Exclusivity, Heritage (or Story), 
Environment/Service, and Culture. However, while we found many similar recurring 
elements in our literature review, we have combined these with factors such as the 
aspirational consumer and digital technology using the following categories: The Symbolic 
Functions of Luxury; Brand Image and The Consumer; Interactive Marketing Strategies and 
the Social Web; Balancing Signature Style and Iconic Products with New Designers and 
Changing Fashions; and Providing Consumers with a Unique Luxury Experience.  This 
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presents a solid foundation of the essential elements recent literature has identified for luxury 
heritage brands to maintain positions in both offline and online strategies. 
 
The Symbolic Functions of Luxury, Brand Image and the Consumer 
There are two powerful symbolic functions that luxury can play; one being to enhance our 
image in the eyes of others and the other to enhance our self-concept (Vigneron and Johnson, 
1999, as cited in Fionda & Moore, 2009, Kapferer & Bastien, 2009) making it a powerful 
tool to develop and communicate the consumer’s identity (Fionda & Moore 2009, Okonkwo, 
2007). Traditionally luxury was used as a visual indicator to demonstrate and uphold class 
barriers through dress and possessions. While class barriers have dissolved and we are now 
living in a relatively classless ‘meritocracy’ where anyone has the opportunity to achieve 
social status, (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009) luxury is still used as a social stratification tool to 
recreate a hierarchy (Okonkwo, 2010, Kapferer & Bastien, 2009). As a result, to desire 
luxury is to desire becoming part of an elevated class (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009). 
While a high price tag is widely accepted as a necessary element of luxury products (Fionda 
& Moore, 2009) this must be accompanied by a story that gives the items intrinsic as well as 
extrinsic value (Keller, 2009). Kapferer and Bastien (2009 p.315) explain: “Luxury is 
qualitative not quantitative” and therefore high price alone does not guarantee luxury brand 
positioning as this measures wealth not taste or social sophistication”. When consumers buy 
luxury products they purchase a package containing the tangible product and intangible 
social and psychological enhancements that come with that product and brand (Okonkwo, 
2007).  As a result, the value of the product is greater than the sum of its parts and the brand 
must communicate the value of the ‘package’ to the consumer.   Luxury brands must live up 
to their price tag (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009) by demonstrating the product’s integrity as well 
as the brand’s prestige and exclusivity.  
 
In addition to communicating an elevated social status and enhanced self-image through 
luxury consumption, consumers also develop enhanced self-esteem and ego fulfillment 
resulting in a stronger and more positive idea of themselves (Okonkwo, 2007). Part of what 
makes a luxury brand valuable is the positive psychological effects that can be obtained by 
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consumers as they align themselves with the brand imagery.  The brand imagery includes 
both a vision of the idealized brand user, and a personality or association attached to the 
brand itself (Keller, 2009).   Positive associations are also created through the brand imagery 
associated with what situations the brand is purchased or used for, and what shared or 
individual experiences consumers have tied to the history or heritage of the brand (Keller, 
2009). It is imperative that luxury brands understand the external and internal emotions 
created by their heritage and brand position and use these to develop successful marketing 
strategies.  
 
Luxury brands must tell a story that either involves their own past and history or that they 
have developed from scratch (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009) to encourage emotional connections 
with consumers.  Heritage can create advantages over competition as it enhances the 
authenticity of a brand and facilitates consumer relationships (Urde, Greyser & Balmer, 
2007).   Increased credibility and feelings of trust are common among heritage brands (Urde 
et al., 2007) because over time the brand has opportunities to build strong ‘brand stature’ 
measured on characteristics of esteem, consumer respect, and knowledge, or consumers’ 
familiarity with the brand (Keller, 2009).  While trust and credibility are extremely valuable, 
to ensure relevancy in contemporary contexts the brand must also successfully develop strong 
‘brand strength’.  This is measured on three criteria of differentiation, or point of difference, 
energy, or momentum of the brand, and relevance, how broad the appeal is amongst 
consumers (Keller, 2009). A brand leader needs to be strong in all these categories (Keller, 
2009) to successfully utilise heritage.  
 
While heritage is a valuable tool for luxury brands when heritage is viewed by brands as a 
static history it can inhibit innovation, prevent dynamic renewal and impede ability to 
redefine, strengthen and position brands in current and emerging marketplaces. To enhance 
the relevance of a brand in contemporary contexts, brands must view heritage not as 
interchangeable with history but as representative of an emotional response that can be 
adapted in contemporary contexts. Urde, Greyser and Balmer explore the benefits achieved 
from this view: 
“An historical overview is necessarily grounded in the past. Corporate 
heritage brands embrace three timeframes; the past, the present and the 
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future... a brand’s distinctive, and historical, traits have been invested with 
meaning and value that afford benefits to brand communities of today and 
tomorrow just as in previous decades or centuries. As such, the brand’s 
traditions have a salience for the present: value is still being invested in the 
brand as well as extracted from it. Heritage brands are distinct in that they are 
about both history and history in the making.” (Urde et al., 2007, p.7) 
To successfully create this balance between historic and contemporary values, brands must 
not exploit their heritage by drawing from it without further adding to it (Urde et al., 2007).  
Successful luxury heritage brands are defined by their ability to balance the timelessness of 
brand heritage with innovative strategies for brand positioning that find relevance in the 
present and future (Okonkwo, 2007).  As a result, there is no tension or contradiction 
between heritage brands being viewed as innovators using cutting edge strategies or 
technology.  In fact, “adaptability is a key to maintaining a brand’s relevance over time” 
(Urde et al., 2007, p.16).  
 
Historically luxury was only available to a select group of consumers and they were content 
in the knowledge that few could afford the price tag that luxury carried.  In recent years the 
luxury market has expanded, with more people of moderate means having access to the 
product and all its inherent passion (Okonkwo, 2009). Where once “…‘old luxury’ was about 
the attributes, qualities and features of the product and much of its appeal was derived from 
status and prestige” (Unity Marketing, 2006, p. 15), the new luxury consumer defines the 
category from their point of view. “Today’s new luxury consumers focus on the experience 
of luxury embodied in the goods and services they buy, not in the ownership itself.” (Unity 
Marketing, 2006, p. 15) 
This new aspirational consumer can choose to buy ‘up’ or ‘down’, but still requires the 
prestige and emotional relationship luxury provides. Many authors see this shift as being 
more ‘democratic’ that it’s “for everybody and different for everybody” (Unity Marketing, 
2006, p. 15).  
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So whereas luxury was a top-down experience with a distance between brand and consumer, 
this relationship is evolving with access to digital technology and the internet, to a consumer 
who believes they are ‘king’ and in total control (Okonkwo, 2009).  
 
Interactive Marketing Strategies and the Social Web   
Historically most luxury brands were established by a specific designer whose name and 
heritage still drives marketing and branding strategies. For these designers, as for today’s 
luxury marketers, the components remain the same where “all elements of marketing must be 
aligned to ensure quality products, services, experience and flawless value” (Keller, 2009).  
Even today,  Okonkwo (2007) states that the key to building luxury brand image is powerful 
marketing. 
 
Companies once confident they knew their customer and had ‘negotiated meaning of the 
brand’ (McCabe & Malefyt, 2010) are now struggling with new tensions inherent in their 
consumer and the rise of digital and social media and the internet. Traditional marketing 
allowed heritage brands to be the ‘custodian’ (Christobulides 2009) of its message and 
produced strong strategies that positioned itself in the marketplace. With the advent of new 
technology and the power consumers have to manipulate or ‘interfere’ with the message, 
Christobulides (2009) believes brands must now become ‘facilitators’ of the message and 
drive marketing strategies that embrace this new model.  
 
While many heritage brands have been hesitant to adopt new technology, marketing is still 
about the brand engaging with customers and “Companies must stay abreast of new meaning 
human beings generate in their lives” (McCabe & Malefyt, 2010, p.260) Currently, the luxury 
consumer understands the increased power they have and brands must acknowledge this and 
‘converse’ with them, harnessing their strength to spread the brand message  
 
Consumers demand deeper relationships with, and more say in, the experience they have with 
the brand.  However, in developing these new relationships the literature suggests a note of 
caution. As Kapferer and Bastien (2009, p.317) states “There are two ways to go bankrupt: 
not listening to the client, and also listening to him too much.” The tension remains for the 
heritage brand marketer to understand the complexities and advantages that the new models 
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offer, while maintaining a distance, a credibility or an authenticity that still creates profitable 
and successful marketing strategies.  
 
Balancing Signature Style and Iconic Products with New Designers and Changing 
Fashions 
Heritage luxury brands often represent two elements; the commercial properties of the brand, 
including logo and trademarks, and the identity and creativity of the founding designer. 
(Troy, 2002, p26).   Luxury is about being unique and therefore the creative identity, 
passions, tastes and idiosyncracies intrinsic to the founding designer are what makes a strong 
statement and gives the brand enhanced authenticity creating emotional bonds with the 
consumer (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009).  As a result, the creator feels bound to develop an 
appealing, charismatic and unique identity so the brand can transfer these properties to the 
products (Troy, 2002, p. 27). This identity develops a symbolic handwriting or mark often 
referred to as the griffe. Vinken explores the phenomenon of the griffe in Fashion Zeitgeist 
(2004, p.81) “The griffe, is the sign of the house, guarantees original authorial authenticity.  It 
stands as the signature to uniqueness, the inspiration and the ability of particular individuals.” 
 
When the founding designer ceases to operate in the business it is important to maintain and 
build upon the griffe with many brands highlighting the value of being faithful to historic 
positioning and the founding designer to maintain brand authenticity (Fionda & Moore, 
2009). Part of this is the continuation of a signature style representative of the brand in the 
eyes of the consumer. Troy (2002, p.27) explores Derrida’s view on signature stating, “…in 
order to function, that is, to be readable, a signature must have a repeatable, iterable, imitable 
form; it must be detached from the present and singular intention of its production”.  In this 
context a luxury fashion partnership may be defined as a brand that represents the timeless 
classic aspects of luxury, and a high profile designer who brings fashion to the relationship 
(Kapferer & Bastien 2009).  For successful heritage luxury fashion, new designers need to 
create product that identifies and continues to express and repeat elements of the original 
creator’s signature style while imbuing creations with their own creative identity to make the 
product relevant in the present.  
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It is important to honour both the brand and the new designer by creating a mix of iconic 
products synonymous with brand heritage as well as innovative new seasonal fashion product 
that showcases the designer and the brand’s evolving identity.  This tension between the 
iconic and ‘fashion’ product mix is symbolic of a growth trade-off that luxury brands face as 
they are torn between expanding their consumer base by appealing to new contemporary 
consumers and retaining classic customers (Keller, 2009).    
 
Iconic products clearly reflect the brand DNA or brand signature (Nueno and Quelch, 1998 as 
cited in, Fionda & Moore, 2009) and demonstrate characteristics of high quality, exclusivity 
and authenticity (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009) often stemming from close connections to the 
heritage of the brand (Fionda & Moore, 2009). Iconic products are frequently aspirational 
(Fionda & Moore, 2009), because they represent the brand essence. In addition to being 
strongly tied to the DNA of a brand, it is important that the products reflect the personality 
and values of the creator (Okonkwo, 2007, Bruce and Kratz, 2007 as cited in, Fionda & 
Moore, 2009). The appointment of an eminent fashion designer to reinterpret iconic products 
and develop new styles can help create this balance between tradition and innovation and 
enhance the relevance of heritage luxury brands in the contemporary market. 
  
 
Product integrity is a key characteristic of luxury products (Fionda & Moore, 2009) and is 
essential whether this integrity is demonstrated by craftsmanship and precision (Okonkwo, 
2009), physical manifestations of luxury (McCabe & Malefyt, 2010), or a reflection of design 
signature (Fionda & Moore, 2009).  Okonkwo (2010) states that a steadfast dedication to 
perfection, even in the face of involved and time consuming production processes  is what 
luxury is all about on a product level.   
However, Kapferer and Bastien (2009) disagree, believing cheaper equivalent products may 
actually perform better than luxury products, as long as the flaw is part of the luxury brand’s 
story and works to enhance its authenticity in the consumer’s eyes. This reiterates the 
importance of the story or heritage of a luxury brand in determining the level of authenticity 
and expectations in the consumer’s mind.  
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Exclusivity is a key characteristic for luxury fashion (Okonkwo, 2009, Okonkwo, 2007, 
Keller, 2009, Fionda & Moore, 2009, Kapferer & Bastien, 2009) Many believe a brand or 
product gains exclusivity from limited accessibility causing tensions when brands try to grow 
and  attract new consumers while retaining traditional consumers (Okonkwo, 2009, Keller 
2009, Kapferer 2009). However, Troy (2002, p.27) explores Boudieu and Deslaut’s view that 
the position of the designer is actually instrumental in determining the exclusivity or rarity of 
the products: 
“It is the rarity of the producer (that is to say the rarity of the position that 
he occupies in the field) that establishes the rarity of the product. How 
else, if not by one’s faith in the magic of the signature, can we explain the 
ontological difference - which reveals itself economically - between the 
replica, signed by the master himself (this multiple avant la lettre) and the 
copy or fake?”  
The answer may lie in both the accessibility of the product and the status of the designer and 
brand.  The idea that designer and brand have an effect on exclusivity is supported by the 
evidence that many consumers still choose to buy the original luxury products while 
convincing counterfeit goods are easily accessible. Therefore, heritage luxury brands must 
not only protect the distribution, product availability, and licenses to ensure exclusivity 
(Fionda & Moore, 2009), but must also ensure the precise and relevant positioning of the 
brand and its designer. 
 
Providing consumers with a unique luxury experience 
For luxury fashion brands it is as important to brand the experience as the product (Moore, 
2003 as cited in Fionda & Moore, 2009) and some believe the experience of luxury must be 
‘multi-sensory’ and experiential (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009, Atwal & Williams, 2009) 
making it a challenge for luxury heritage brands to successfully offer online.  The luxury 
experience is also about the searching, waiting and longing for a product (Kapferer & Bastien 
2009) which contradicts the ‘immediate’ experiences new technology has encouraged.  
“Luxury has to know how to set up the necessary obstacles to the straining of desire, and 
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keep them in place” (Kapferer & Bastien 2009). Traditionally this was maintained through 
limited availability and the rigid lead times of the fashion calendar. 
 
The offline flagship store is seen by some as an essential ingredient to maintaining luxury as 
it ensures that consumers get the true ‘experience’ (Fionda & Moore, 2009) and helps to 
ensure the brand controls this experience and is in alignment with all brand elements (Keller, 
2009, Fionda & Moore, 2009).  As a result, luxury fashion brands see an additional obstacle 
to success online as they are challenged to recreate the store sensory experience for online 
consumers (Okonkwo, 2010).  
 
Online strategies should not aim to compete with offline retail and marketing but complement 
them (Okonkwo, 2010). Brands should therefore not focus on recreating the offline 
experience but instead create new and unique online experiences. As a result if, “innovative 
experience design will become an increasingly important component of luxury marketing” 
(Atwal & Williams, 2009, p. 345) then the innovative experiences that luxury heritage brands 
should aim to create are those that reinforce and contemporise their heritage and brand 
position while giving something additional and unique to online consumers. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
It was imperative that the findings for this paper were up to date with the fast paced fashion 
industry and the rapidly evolving digital revolution. We therefore adopted an approach that 
uses recent academic literature, newspaper articles, conference presentations, company 
websites and media interviews. As Gummesson (2004, p.325) states in Qualitative Research 
in Marketing, “true scholarship in marketing is engendered by committed entrepreneurial 
researcher spirit”. In response to this and in the interest of triangulation we conducted a 
literature review that along with our combined experience in the industry guided our analysis 
of these media and online sources to assess current industry practices.  In line with luxury 
branding and online strategy expert, Uche Okonkwo (2007), we use case illustrations to 
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explore the methods luxury brands are using to strengthen their heritage or story with digital 
technology.  
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Luxury fashion brands have been slow to embrace the Internet for the first twenty years of its 
existence (Okonkwo, 2009), and while many are now putting energy into building a strong 
online presence, there are still many refusing to move wholeheartedly into the digital world. 
While many luxury brands are nervous to move online for fear of losing brand positioning by 
breaking with traditions (Okonkwo, 2010), their inability to innovate in response to the 
digital world may become one of their biggest threats.     
Renowned fashion commentator for the New York Times and International Herald Tribune 
Suzy Menkes, notes two distinct schools of thought amongst luxury heritage brands stating 
“…there is a divide between those who think of heritage, of a past as something that you have 
to drag into the future and others who seem to be jumping into the future” (Sanderson, 2010). 
 
These opposing approaches are also identified by Scott Galloway, professor from New York 
University’s Stern School of Business and developer of the Digital IQ Index for luxury 
companies, noting that 2010 “had been a seminal year for the luxury industry. Some brands 
have put the weight of their organization behind digital, while others have stood still and have 
been left behind”  (Menkes, November 9, 2010).  The 2010 index placed Louis Vuitton and 
Ralph Lauren at an equal second place, showing that some heritage luxury fashion brands are 
moving into the digital age with success.   
Here we analyse how some of these brands are developing successful digital strategies that 
not only maintain the essential components of a luxury brand, but enhance their position and 
relevance in the contemporary marketplace.  We will focus on traditional luxury heritage 
brands; Louis Vuitton, Burberry and Hermes, in conjunction with references to luxury brands 
Ralph Lauren and Tom Ford. 
Louis Vuitton 
Louis Vuitton’s effective strategies support Christodoulides’ (2009) view that successful 
online strategies build relationships, develop interactivity and offer greater customisation that 
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creates deeper relationships with the consumer. While retaining the integrity of the offline 
stores, Louis Vuitton is moving towards increasingly interactive marketing strategies that 
give the brand heritage relevance and create a unique online experience that is not available 
offline.  This move ensures online strategies support rather than compete with the offline 
retail arm as advocated by Okonkwo (2010).   
 
As the Louis Vuitton website (2010) states, “Personalisation has been a tradition at Louis 
Vuitton since 1854”; however, until recently these services were only available in-store.  
Although hand painted and made-to- order luggage remains exclusive to the offline stores, 
hot stamping initials onto luggage is now available online.  This lets the consumer experience 
customization online but also builds consumer desire to explore additional in-store services 
later.  By offering this service, Louis Vuitton has increased the interactivity between online 
consumers and the products providing a truer experience of the brand by reinforcing their 
heritage and relevance. This customized luggage also supports their online marketing 
campaign exploring their travel-steeped heritage. 
 
Louis Vuitton first used innovative digital technology to invoke the brand’s heritage of  ’the 
art of travel’ with ‘Louis Vuitton Soundwalk’- downloadable journeys through Beijing, Hong 
Kong and Shanghai.  The brand capitalized on ‘Soundwalk‘ by facilitating positive 
conversations around the brand in the social web inviting international high profile bloggers 
to experience ‘Soundwalk’ in Hong Kong.  This resulted in the bloggers sharing experiences 
with their online followers through articles, comments, photos and video footage.   As luxury 
consumers see blogs as a more honest, reliable and authentic source of information than the 
brand websites (Okonkwo, 2010, Christodoulides, 2009), this strategy successfully created a 
more interactive and authentic experience for online consumers.  
 
Louis Vuitton continues to build digital journeys (www.louisvuittonjourneys.com) that are 
increasingly interactive and communicate the heritage and evolving identity of the brand. The 
website (2010) describes the campaign: 
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“Travel is an emotional experience, a process of self-discovery. It 
has also been the defining value of Louis Vuitton for more than 150 
years.  In more recent decades, Louis Vuitton has established itself 
as one of the world’s leading fashion houses.  In this way, we 
communicate in two different but complementary ways: with 
seasonal fashion statements and a long-term campaign about the 
company’s core values...”  
 
Louis Vuitton has gradually increased the interactivity of this marketing campaign, allowing 
the viewer greater control of their experience. In the journey Shooting Stars where Annie 
Lebovitz interviews Mikhail Baryshnikov, the viewer is able to choose from one of three 
perspectives that gives a big picture, middle ground, or up close and personal interview.  This 
viewer-driven experience is further enhanced with An Encounter with Greatness in which the 
viewer has the option to talk to any of the three legendary footballers profiled and ask 
questions from an extensive list. These journeys heighten the heritage of the brand, empower 
the consumer to control their experience and also give Louis Vuitton a platform to 
communicate their evolving identity.  
With these strategies Louis Vuitton has successfully harnessed digital technology to give 
online consumers a unique experience and increased the relevance of their brand heritage. 
 
 Ralph Lauren 
Ralph Lauren also capitalizes on its ‘story’ offering interactive marketing campaigns and 
unique online experiences.   Like Louis Vuitton, Ralph Lauren has grown business and 
offered customization without diluting its brand position by limiting customized offerings to 
its iconic aspirational products.  Ralph Lauren has offered customization of its polo shirts 
since 2003 and in 2009 facilitated positive conversations in the social web through its Rugby 
site (www.rugby.com) site where it offered ‘Make Your Own Rugby Shirt’.  This offer 
allowed consumers to customize rugby branded clothing and share the designs on Facebook, 
email, or the web site. With strategies such as these, Ralph Lauren has extended its reach 
while reinforcing the driving essence of the brand and contemporizing its position as an 
innovator.   
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Ralph Lauren has also developed cutting edge technologically-enhanced public marketing 
campaigns.  Using  ‘architectural mapping’ to turn buildings into a 4D Ralph Lauren visual 
experience at its UK website launch in 2010, Ralph Lauren created a new experience for both 
launch guests and online consumers via video on their website. In addition, Ralph Lauren 
(RL) uses a unique technique they coin ‘merchan-tainment’ where the consumer can watch 
RL TV for inspiration, education and window shopping.  The essence of this strategy is 
captured by David Lauren, Senior Vice President of Polo Ralph Lauren:  
“What we do online is we show the product, we sell the product 
and then we create a context around it.  So you can see how the 
models wear it, you can see the worlds in which they live it.  
People want that outfit because they want entre into that world.  So 
now you can buy the product, you can read about the dog that she 
has on her lap, you can watch a video about the car, you can book a 
trip to that house.  We have created a virtual experience or a real 
experience now to literally step into a Ralph Lauren 
advertisement.” (Menkes, November 12, 2010) 
Ralph Lauren has built on this experience with their development of RL Gang “The world’s 
first shoppable children’s storybook”.  This storybook is a unique online experience allowing 
children and parents to watch and listen to a story narrated by Harry Connick Junior, click on 
any of the characters and buy the Ralph Lauren products featured.  This brands Ralph Lauren 
as an innovator and creates a unique shared experience for parent and child that encourages 
spending and develops deeper meaning and emotional links with the brand.  These strategies 
build Ralph Lauren’s online presence but also strengthen and support the brand offline. 
 
Burberry  
Burberry has frequently been in the media for its eager adoption of digital technology and the 
unprecedented accessibility it gives consumers to the product and designer.  Some authors 
believe it is important to maintain a level of distance between the luxury brand and the 
consumer (Kapferer & Bastien 2009) to maintain brand position and exclusivity. However, 
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the success of Burberry’s digital strategies, evident in its soaring profits, acknowledges that if 
a brand understands its core values and heritage this will act as a guide for the level of 
accessibility it can give its consumers. 
For Burberry, their democratic heritage may even be further supported and strengthened 
rather than compromised by reaching out to a wider aspirational customer.  Burberry’s Chief 
Creative Officer Christopher Bailey identifies the wide reaching accessible elements of 
Burberry’s heritage, values and iconic products that make it relevant to past and 
contemporary consumers:   
“I would say that the trenchcoat really makes the past present. We 
live off the philosophy of that trenchcoat, we live off the fact that 
it is a democratic piece, that it talks to so many different types of 
people - men, women, old, young, fashionistas, traditional, 
classic. We are a tale of contradictions at Burberry and I think 
that’s what the trenchcoat is........” (Menkes, November 11, 2010) 
 
Like Louis Vuitton and Ralph Lauren, Burberry is set to offer customisation of its iconic 
product announcing plans to launch the opportunity to ‘Design your own Burberry 
Trenchcoat’.  While the details are yet to be released, Catherine Moellering, Executive Vice 
President of the Tobe Report confirmed at the Arts Initiative Conference in New York 
November 2010,  that the strategy is planned for next year. 
In addition to these personalised products, Burberry has developed interactive marketing 
strategies that create a unique online experience. Through their affiliated website The Art of 
the Trench (www.theartofthetrench.com) consumers can take photos of themselves, family or 
friends in their Burberry trenchcoat and upload them to the public website. Bailey explains: 
"Artofthetrench.com celebrates our iconic trench coat, capturing the 
emotional connection behind our distinctive outerwear heritage. 
Everybody has a different story related to their coat or the first time 
they came into contact with one - I love the idea that people from all 
over the world can share those stories and images with each other 
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and all the different attitudes and expressions of the Burberry trench 
coat and the people who wear it" (Bangkok Post, December 9, 2010) 
The website also has social media application as visitors can interact with each other, tagging 
and commenting on ‘favourite’ trench portraits and cross-posting them on other social 
networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter (Bangkok Post, December 9, 2010).  Through 
this strategy, Burberry acknowledges and successfully harnesses consumer power offering an 
interactive and authentic experience of the brand and its heritage that functions to both 
deepen relationships with consumers and create positive conversations in the social web.   
Burberry’s ‘democratic’ brand essence continues throughout its digital strategies with an 
open invitation to live-stream its fashion shows and even buy product directly from the 
runway. As well as instant access to runway product, the public is given unprecedented 
access to Christopher Bailey with online videos of him talking to consumers and answering 
questions sent via text. This drive to draw a greater pool of people into the heart of Burberry 
and give them up to the minute access to the designer and product is Burberry’s solution to 
the greater speed and immediacy of the fashion industry.  Bailey emphasised that he sees a 
need for a new way of thinking in the face of this and that responses should be authentic to 
what the brand does (Menkes, November 11, 2010). 
While this accessibility (which seems at odds with the luxury fashion industry) clearly works 
authentically with Burberry’s heritage, the brand still goes to lengths to ensure a level of 
exclusivity is maintained for its core luxury consumers.  For example, while the world was 
invited to live-stream Burberry’s fashion show on the internet, only a select group were 
invited to watch the show in 3D around the globe (Carmichael, February 8, 2010).  As a 
result, while Burberry has increased its accessibility to consumers, with live public runway 
shows, online videos of Bailey, the art of the trench and product customization, the brand 
strategy still respects the need for exclusivity in maintaining a luxury brand. 
Hermès 
Hermès has also adopted an interactive approach to its iconic products and marketing 
strategies to attract a wider aspirational consumer online. Initially Hermès launched a 
competition to invent a print for one of their iconic ties, encouraging ‘creatives’ to explore 
the Hermès archive of prints and logos as part of the design process.  While Hermès selected 
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only a handful of designs to put into production, the value lay in the interest sparked in 
younger consumers that strengthened and contemporised the brand heritage.  
Hermès built on this strategy by developing an interactive marketing website I Love My 
Scarf (www.jaimemoncarre.com, 2010) that contemporized the brand for a wider group of 
consumers by demonstrating ways to wear a Hermès scarf through diagrams and 
documentary style photos of young ‘IT’ girls from around the globe. This strategy was 
further expanded to include the opportunity for consumers to go to exclusive in-store events, 
buy a scarf, and have photos taken and displayed on the website. Matt Irwin, the 
photographer for the campaign, expressed the essence of the strategy: 
“The campaign is a youthful Hermès, a young realistic vision of the 
brand - it's fun, real and honest. But at the same time, it's still very 
much in keeping with ethos and bloodline of the brand. We wanted 
to create something accessible and fun. We came up with this idea of 
imagining all the things you could do with the scarves on a day-to-
day basis, rather than in a high fashion sense... It's a historical brand 
with its eyes set firmly on the future." (Alexander, September 3, 
2010)  
The significant participation on the website and in-store events demonstrates how effective 
this strategy has been in encouraging and fostering a young aspriational consumer while 
adding strength to the brand position for all consumers through enhanced relevance. 
 
Tom Ford 
While greater on-line accessibility is working for Burberry and Hermès, other luxury brands 
are successfully rejecting accessibility and using exclusive and controlled digital strategies 
that work with the brand heritage or story.  For example, Tom Ford (who has a history as a 
designer of heritage brands and is now building his own brand essence) has realised the brand 
rests on his individual traits and tastes saying, “I'm doing it my way or I don't want to do it. I 
have that luxury”  (Foley, 14 September, 2010).  
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Although Ford understands the Internet and digital technology, in contrast to high-speed 
fashion offered by Burberry, Ford has responded in line with his brand essence (or story) by 
slowing it down to his timeframes and releasing digital footage and images when he is ready. 
Ford explains:  
“..... The way the system works now, you see the clothes, within an 
hour or so they're online, the world sees them. They don't get to a 
store for six months. The next week, young celebrity girls are 
wearing them on red carpets. They're in every magazine. The 
customer is bored with those clothes by the time they get to the 
store. They're overexposed, you're tired of them, they've lost their 
freshness….....  I'm holding everything back, controlling all the 
photography….” (Foley, 14 September, 2010). 
 
While Burberry and Tom Ford represent polarised strategies of exclusivity and accessibility, 
it is possible the majority of brands will find a comfortable middleground that both increases 
accessibility and defends exclusivity. One avenue may be through online businesses such as 
Moda Operandi.  Moda Operandi will give consumers the unique opportunity to buy straight 
from the runways but will deliver the goods four months later, much closer to in-store 
delivery dates than Burberry’s unheard of four week turn-around (Menkes, November 11, 
2010).  Moda Operandi will increase accessibility but maintain exclusivity through a limited 
members-only policy.  Retaining a significant waiting period for online sales, this type of 
distribution supports Kapferer and Bastien’s (2009) assertion that luxury brands must make 
the consumer wait for products.  
While in the past consumers have been confined to retailer/buyer product selections, with 
companies like Moda Operandi they will now be able to access the entire collection. This will 
increase product integrity by making the full vision of the designer available to the public 
rather than just the more saleable commercial pieces favoured by retailers.  As a result, this 
on-line strategy further strengthens many key elements of luxury branding, such as 
exclusivity, product integrity and signature style and in the future will actively facilitate 
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conversations in the social web with plans to include photo-sharing and virtual closet 
organisers (Binkley, 2010). 
By analysing the effective digital strategies of these luxury brands we see the common theme 
is the importance of drawing from the ‘story’ or heritage of the brand to make it relevant and 
to strengthen both online and offline brand positioning.  We assert there are four key steps to 
developing successful online strategies for today’s luxury heritage brands: 
1. identify the extrinsic and intrinsic value of the brand heritage or ‘story’ and what it 
means to consumers 
2. if appropriate to the brand heritage, expand online offerings to iconic aspirational 
products and consider customised or tailored offerings 
3. develop innovative and  unique interactive online experiences that give something 
additional to online consumers 
4. harness the power of the consumer by facilitating positive conversations about the 
brand in the social web 
 
CONCLUSION 
As we have explored in this article, heritage luxury brands must utilise their heritage as an 
emotional response or experience that must be relevant to contemporary consumers. By using 
heritage to develop innovative strategies for interaction and inclusion, brands can deepen 
relationships with the new experientially-driven consumer. By maintaining the traditional key 
elements of luxury branding and embracing online strategies that converse with the consumer 
and give them unique online experiences, brands can strengthen their position and 
successfully harness consumer-power to market the brand beyond the company website.  
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